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Motivation

Many policies do work as intended 

In this case, the relevant question for policymaking is therefore do the benefits outweigh the 
costs associated with such programs

Sometimes public policy interventions can produce unintended consequences 

opposite impact

unforeseen side-effects

This can change the calculation of benefits-to-costs of the intervention



Examples from Education
Unintended consequences can arise from:

1. not accounting for behavioral responses

2. incorrectly understanding how results will generalize to a different context

3. insufficiently accounting for the role that education of young children also plays as 
childcare during working hours and how this might impact family decisions.
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Accountability programs 
Goal:

collect data on student performance through independent testing and use such data to 
reward or punish schools based on whether they are meeting set expectations. 

when there is a limited ability to effectively monitor school quality and/or educational 
production, educators may be able to behave counter to the interests of the community

can incentivize educators to align with established educational goals 

Examples:

NCLB (Bush) and Race to the Top (Obama)

school and teacher evaluation and compensation

teacher value-added and school adequate yearly progress measures



What can go wrong…
Practical consideration 1: what to put on the test?

Broad: Regularly testing a broad set of subjects 
◦ accurately representing a range of societally important material
◦ difficult to measure, prohibitively costly, time consuming. 

Narrow: focus on reading and mathematics primarily

Unintended consequence 1:
Teaching to the test: focusing teaching heavily toward tested subjects and away from 
untested subjects
◦ Positive: if they were previously underemphasized but important goals
◦ Negative: direct learning time away from valuable but hard to measure skills (e.g. 

critical thinking and creativity).



What can go wrong
Overly incentivized tests can lead to even more problematic strategic behavior

Teaching test taking skills

Teaching only areas that have the most room for improvement 

Teaching only material expected to be on test and away from more general 
applications

More extreme response to incentives (i.e. pressures):

Teachers directly cheating on high-stakes test (e.g. Chicago, Jacob and Levitt, 2003)



What can go wrong…
Practical consideration 2: Who gets tested?

Should a school be held accountable for recently transferred students, students with 
disabilities or non-native speakers of the instructional language? 

Unintended consequence 2:

Rules help provide a reliable signal, but have also been strategically abused.

Reclassifying students as disabled

Altering disciplinary consequences around test dates to keep some students at home 



What can go wrong
Practical consideration 3: Is it even a good measure for the most disadvantaged?

Programs are motivated to academically help the most disadvantaged populations. 

However, test scores do not reflect other important causes of low performance for 
precisely such groups. 

Student profile (e.g. home environment)

Lack of resources

These are attributed to failure of school and/or teachers to meet expectations

Unintended Consequence 3: incentives can backfire

If a lack of school resources is behind the low student performance, a punishment that 
reduces resources would only exacerbate the problem (Figlio, 2003).



Examples from Education: Accountability
Unintended consequences can arise from not accounting for behavioral responses

Importance of anticipating strategic behavioral responses to the incentives built into policies. 

A metric intended for measurement when converted to a metric with consequences can alter the
behavior in desired and undesired ways. 

Note: the larger evidence on school accountability programs largely finds that they do increase 
average student performance on the tested subjects by economically significant amounts, and that 
some of these impacts persist over time (Figlio and Loeb, 2011). 

While high-pressure incentives may reach their intended goals, one should be aware of the 
potential for adverse behavior to limit the benefits of the intervention. 
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Causal Evidence on Class Size
Randomized Experiments: Tennessee STAR
• A large-scale randomized experiment in which kindergarten students and teachers 

were assigned to different class sizes and evaluated over time. 
• Results: Increased test scores for smaller classes, especially for poor and minority 

students (Krueger, 1999) and had long-lasting effects, with some improvements in 
college access for minority students (Krueger and Whitmore, 2001). 

Quasi-experimental evidence
• Mixed results with some positive effects of small concentrated classes for 

disadvantaged students (e.g., Angrist and Lavy, 1999; Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain, 
2005) and other studies finding no impact (Hoxby, 2000).



Causal Evidence on Class Size
These quality studies all have in common:

They isolate the causal effect of class sizes in the specific context studied. 

This means that they have measured the effect of class size when all else is kept the same. 

This is important work, as they can clearly attribute their estimated effect to class size and 
class size alone. 

However, in the real-world application of such policies this causal estimate is not 
enough to know how a potential policy will impact students because it is very 
unlikely that all other educational factors will remain unchanged.



What can go wrong: CA CSR Initiative

The California (CA) Class Size Reduction (CSR) Initiative, implemented in 1996, reduced 
class sizes from 30 students to 20 students for K-3 classes in the state. 

Jepson and Rivkin (2009) find that this policy did increase math and reading scores 
somewhat, but that the impacts of reduced class size was largely offset by reduced 
teacher quality. 

This is because such a large-scale reduction of students per class requires a 
sudden and large-scale hiring of teachers, which resulted in the hiring of teachers 
without full certification and with no prior teaching experience. 



What can go wrong: CA CSR Initiative
Also, they find an increased share of unexperienced teachers that is concentrated in 
schools with a lower socioeconomic status student population. 

Cause: it is already harder to hire in disadvantaged schools (e.g., Boyd et al., 2013)

When many positions open at once:

1. Necessary hiring of new and lesser prepared teachers to fill that demand

2. Shifting of experienced teachers from disadvantaged schooling environments to 
more advantaged schools where positions have now opened. 



Jepsen, Christopher, and Steven Rivkin. "Class size reduction and 

student achievement the potential tradeoff between teacher quality 
and class size." Journal of human resources 44.1 (2009): 223-250.



What can go wrong: CA CSR Initiative
Why weaker than expected impacts?

not all other factors are held constant in a large-scale policy context. 

Understanding that in practice there is at least a short-run tradeoff between teacher 
quality and smaller classes illustrates 

(i) how applying causal impacts that hold all other factors constant only partially 
informs policy decisions

(ii) in the case where teacher effects are even larger (e.g. Hanushek, 2011), could cause 
a well-intentioned policy to backfire. 
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School as Childcare
Dual roles that education of young children provides at the family-level:

Provision of education for children in the family

The most significant source of childcare for families during the workweek. 

Therefore policies that alter the school schedule also alter the childcare schedule for working 
parents. 



School as Childcare: school calendars

TraditionalYear-round

Year-round school calendars change the periods during the year when students attend school. They maintain the 
same total number of school days but redistribute those days throughout the calendar year. 



School as Childcare: school calendars
Student Academic Results (Dual Role 1)

North Carolina (McMullen and Rouse, 2012):

No academic impacts of the calendar change

Only some positive impacts in the most severe school crowding cases

California (Graves, 2010; Graves, 2011):

Negative impact student learning

Most for disadvantaged student groups



School as Childcare: school calendars
First, we can see that this policy had effects contrary to what policymakers expected.

This is due to an incorrect interpretation of what well-conducted scientific work (e.g., work on 
summer learning loss) can tell us to inform subsequent policy decisions (e.g., school calendars).

 Policy makers overlook the fact that summer vacations do not disappear on a year-round 
school calendar, but are redistributed in the form of more frequent breaks throughout the 
year. 



School as Childcare: school calendars
Impacts on Family – School as Childcare (Dual Role 2)

Year-round school calendars negatively impact maternal employment

Mothers who have both a child in a year-round public school and younger children have the 
hardest time adjusting. Graves (2013)

• Why:

affordable non-school forms of childcare are more readily available in the summer months 
(summer camps or high-school or college students who are out of school at the same time)

trying to fill a childcare gap during a short break in February would not have such options 
available. 



School as Childcare: school calendars
Found for other policies as well:

oHalf-day versus full-day kindergarten (e.g. Gibbs, 2004)

oChanges to the days of the week that children are in school (Duchini and Van Effenterre, 
2020) 

Changing the distribution of school schedules, whether across the year, across the week or 
throughout the day, is a change to childcare availability. 

Therefore, if society wants to facilitate the further integration of women into the workforce, the 
timing (days and hours) of the school schedule need to align as best as possible with those 
expected from the labor market.



Unintended consequences of policy 
interventions

Researchers and policymakers should pay attention to the various ways that policies can have 
unintended consequences

Many of the secondary policy effects we discuss here were not discovered by researchers for a 
number of years after a policy went into place. 

This emphasizes the importance of regular policy evaluation, and the need for partnerships 
between researchers and policymakers at early stages of policy implementation to be able to 
identify and rectify any adverse consequences early in the process.
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